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Introduction
The early childhood field is eagerly awaiting the prospect of dramatic new federal 
investment in early education and child care, which provides an unprecedented 
opportunity to transform the field. The Build Back Better Act includes long overdue 
support for educators seeking advanced credentials and higher education degrees, 
as well as requirements related to minimum compensation and pay parity. States 
or other regions that accept these funds can leverage career pathways and wage 
ladders to support the professional advancement of the early care and education 
(ECE) workforce. Designed thoughtfully, these essential components of a robust 
ECE system offer a critical opportunity to sustainably improve program quality while 
simultaneously addressing issues of systemic racism and inequality that have persisted 
in the ECE field for far too long. 
The Learning Starts At Birth initiative at the Bank Street Education Center actively 
builds partnerships and creates resources that support more robust investment in 
early childhood educators through high-quality professional learning tied to increases 
in compensation. To leverage the opportunity the Build Back Better framework 
presents, this brief offers state or regional policymakers considerations for designing 
or reforming existing career pathways and wage ladders to ensure these policy shifts 
deliver on their potential for broad change. The considerations outlined reflect a set 
of core beliefs and commitment to the values we hold at Bank Street, as well as the 
recent policy commitments we have made to this workforce through Learning Starts 
At Birth.
Career pathways and wage ladders play  
a critical role as states:
1. Recruit the necessary new talent to the field to close the gap in access to 
early education and child care that now exists, 
2. Retain existing talent to reverse the persistent trend of turnover and loss of 
early education and child care supply, and 
3. Sustain improvements in the quality of programs so that all children are given 
the foundation necessary to recognize their full potential in life. 
3
Career Pathways & Wage Ladders Can Be 
Transformational
A clearly defined career pathway is a critical component of an aligned professional 
development system that improves a state’s ability to recruit and retain a skilled 
workforce and offers all children access to high-quality early learning experiences. 
As early childhood care and education professionals develop mastery, it is essential 
that they have the opportunity to advance along a career pathway that enables them 
to specialize in certain focus areas, achieve additional career opportunities, and 
ultimately earn higher salaries. This effort is more important now than ever before as 
economic recovery following the COVID-19 pandemic hinges on the ability to attract 
and retain a robust child care workforce.
Career pathways will only be meaningful if they are coupled with increases in 
compensation that provide motivation to enter the field and remain in the field once 
additional credentials are achieved. Sustained increases in compensation are critical 
and urgent due to the historic underinvestment in the ECE sector. 
Half of the child care workforce relies on public assistance, 86 
percent make less than $15 per hour, and only 15 percent receive 
employer-sponsored health insurance.1 2 3 This is a workforce 
made up almost entirely of women, 40 percent of whom are 
people of color.4 Without compensation parity in place, retention 
within the early childhood field will be an even greater challenge 
as ECE professionals attain additional credentials. The career 
pathway should position early childhood care and education as a 
potential lifelong profession with opportunities to grow, develop, 
deepen expertise, and gain additional responsibility. 
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Design Recommendations 
for Wage Ladders, Career 
Pathways, & Related Systems
 → Prioritize the incumbent workforce
 → Recognize experience through mastery-based 
approaches
 → Build from a set of locally-adopted core 
competencies
 → Include multiple entry points
 → Include opportunities for robust and sustained 
job-embedded coaching and mentoring 
throughout the pathway
 → Ensure that each level is meaningful and 
perceived as attainable
 → Build beyond a living wage floor to make 
meaningful progress towards pay parity
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Design Recommendations for Wage Ladders, Career 
Pathways, & Related Systems 
→ Prioritize the incumbent workforce
The early care and education workforce is composed of thousands of diverse, 
dedicated, and skilled professionals. All career pathways must prioritize their 
wellbeing and professional growth. Programs aligned to the pathway should include 
special consideration for home-based or family child care providers, dual language 
professionals, and professionals working with infants and toddlers. It should also 
be representative of the incumbent workforce’s diversity of background, formal 
education, and previous experience in the field. Establishing a career pathway that 
does not create options for this sector will likely drive individuals out of the field at 
a time in which workforce shortages are having a devastating impact on our nation’s 
economic recovery. Furthermore, it will exacerbate issues of racial and socioeconomic 
inequity. These potential outcomes are in direct contrast to the purpose of designing 
and developing a holistic and aligned professional development system in which all 
early childhood professionals can see themselves. 
A career pathway must enable practical, accessible pathways to higher education for 
all incumbent educators, as this offers the field a way to earn portable credentials 
that hold meaning throughout multiple industries. Higher education also serves 
as a necessary first step in achieving the ultimate goal of pay parity with similarly 
credentialled elementary school educators. While many states have worked to 
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identify scholarship funding to offset the cost of higher education for the early care 
and education field, the fact remains that there are many educators who cannot 
pursue college coursework given the limitations of its standard format. Many of the 
following design considerations ensure pathways value the lived experience, funds of 
knowledge, and competencies incumbent educators possess. They outline ways for 
meeting the workforce where they are and offering opportunities to deepen expertise 
through relevant, specialized coursework combined with job-embedded coaching. 
Prioritizing, understanding, and meeting the individual needs of the current workforce 
must be an explicit goal that is considered throughout the development of a career 
pathway and wage ladder.
→ Recognize experience and skills through mastery-based approaches
States can develop opportunities for educators (both new and incumbent) to achieve 
higher levels on the pathway by demonstrating what they know and are able to do 
in context. Mastery-based approaches or awarding credit for relevant prior learning 
and experience allows ECE professionals to focus on new or emergent content and 
competencies at their own pace.5 States can achieve this level of customization 
by investing in professional learning experiences that make the biggest impact on 
educator practice. These experiences enable educators to learn new content through 
accessible and relevant coursework coupled with intensive and sustained job-
embedded coaching to translate new learning into practice. By driving investment 
toward meaningful professional learning that sustainably impacts educator practice, 
career pathways will be more inclusive and more effective at driving program quality. 
→ Build from a set of locally-adopted core competencies 
Every level of the pathway should be tied to the demonstration of locally-adopted 
core competencies. This ensures that professional learning experiences are aligned 
and that they strengthen the knowledge, skills, and dispositions of educators. It also 
provides a pathway for the creation of mastery-based professional learning programs 
which adapt to the needs of the individual educator. This will require coordination 
among high schools, Career and Technical Education programs, community colleges, 
four year colleges and universities, and professional learning intermediaries to ensure 
that all courses leading to degrees, credentials, or “levels” on the pathway are built 
on a solid foundation of competencies with increasing expectations of proficiency.6  
If successful, this will lay the groundwork for necessary articulation agreements. The 
seamless transfer of credit from one educational institution to another (for example, 
Child Development Associate credential to associate degree, and two-year to four-
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year degree programs) is essential to allow students to progress through the pathway 
in an aligned and efficient manner. Encouraging participation in state or national level 
accreditation processes can further streamline these efforts.7 
One note of caution: while they have the capacity to 
form a critical foundation for a coherent progression of 
professional development, states must ensure that core 
competencies are well understood and account for local 
and cultural context. This can be challenging across a 
large and diverse state or region. When identifying core 
competencies, states should give careful consideration to 
their application and assessment across a diverse array of 
settings and communities.
→ Include multiple entry points
It is important that the pathway includes multiple on-
ramps for all educators. This is critical both to retain 
incumbent educators and to recruit new educators into 
the profession to generate new programs and close 
gaps in access. This could include Career and Technical 
Education programs or Registered Apprenticeship 
Programs that culminate in formal credentials as well 
as programs such as the Child Development Associate 
(CDA) or state-based credentials. Importantly, in many 
places CDAs translate into higher education course 
credits, alignment which provides educators momentum for further advancement 
along the pathway. Career pathways can also build in specific tracks for ECE 
professionals enrolled in these different types of programs to incentivize demand, 
participation, and completion. By creating multiple options, pathways become inviting 
to different types of participants and further encourage entry into and advancement 
in the field.
→ Include opportunities for robust and sustained job-embedded 
coaching and mentoring throughout the pathway
Any professional learning opportunities should be coupled with on-the-job learning 
facilitated by experienced, well-trained, and compensated coaches and mentors. 
Intensive and sustained job-embedded coaching supports growth in teacher practice 
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over time and connects course content, theory, and 
research to practice. This is a crucial facet of high-
quality professional learning experiences which build 
the competencies required to effectively support the 
development of all children. 
States can ensure that career pathways drive resources 
to these types of professional learning opportunities 
by requiring mentoring and job-embedded coaching 
or supervised practicum across all levels. For example, 
CDA credentials could be enhanced through job-
embedded coaching and access to cohort groups or 
professional learning communities. States can require 
that credential and degree programs meet minimum 
requirements related to practicum. Pathways can include 
mentoring requirements to ensure that all new-to-the-
field educators receive necessary induction support. It is of course essential that the 
infrastructure required to implement these recommendations is in place and that a 
pool of engaged, well-trained, and compensated coaches and mentors exists. 
→ Ensure that each level is meaningful and perceived as attainable
There is a delicate balancing act between creating levels on the pathway that offer 
meaningful markers of mastery without creating leaps so large that moving from one 
level to the next seems intimidating or unattainable. Breaking credentials down into 
attainable steps that correspond with salary increases helps address both recruitment 
and retention. It is important to develop the right distance between levels that will 
keep educators moving forward. There are certain tipping points that inspire forward 
momentum toward the attainment of higher education and credentials. It might be the 
first 15 college credits that make an educator realize she is capable of achieving an 
associate degree. Defining levels that correspond with these critical thresholds is one 
way to ensure that movement along the pathway is both meaningful and attainable. 
At the same time, creating too many levels can seem overwhelming. Finding a balance 
based on feedback from the workforce is essential for ensuring pathways are inviting 
and accessible.
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→ Build beyond a living wage floor to make meaningful progress 
towards pay parity
Everyone in the early childhood field must earn a living wage for their valuable 
work. The Build Back Better Act requires that states make this possible through 
sufficient subsidy rates. Wage ladders, also required by the Build Back Better 
Act, can incentivize deepening expertise and retention within the field by directly 
corresponding to the career pathway. Financial incentives should drive the field 
toward targeted levels along the career pathway, eventually resulting in pay parity 
with similarly credentialled elementary school educators. Financial incentives should 
be structured to ensure that they provide motivation and reward for reaching a target 
credential for lead educators with incremental incentives along the way. For example, 
educators could receive incremental increases after earning a CDA or the first eight 
credits towards an associate or bachelor’s degree. Educators could earn a sizable 
increase after attaining a full associate degree or 60 credits towards a bachelor’s 
degree, but not reach pay parity until a bachelor’s degree is awarded. States that have 
developed wage ladders have taken various approaches to the size of the increments 
between a living wage and full pay parity. The key is to ensure that the wage increase 
after each additional credential or level achieved is sufficient enough to encourage 
educators to remain in the field and consider advancing to the next level. States 
should strategically design financial incentives to encourage educators to reach the 
level that has the most meaningful impact on quality.
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Conditions for Success
→ Make all avenues for professional advancement accommodating and 
affordable
Professional learning and higher education is time consuming and costly. Current 
salaries do not allow most educators to pursue professional learning or higher 
education coursework if the cost is not significantly offset through scholarships. 
Furthermore, most early education and child care programs operate on very 
small fiscal margins. This leaves no room to help employees pay for professional 
development and education, which could ultimately benefit the program through 
increased reimbursement rates or other financing increases from the state. States 
should ensure that adequate funding is allocated toward scholarships to make 
advancement along the career pathway possible for all educators. Then, they must 
create an accessible system of career and academic advising to help the workforce 
access financial aid and scholarships and make decisions along the career pathway. 
The current and prospective workforce need support to navigate community based 
training, college entry, financial assistance, academic support, and degree completion. 
The early childhood care and education field includes a large percentage of 
nontraditional students (who do not proceed to college directly after high school). 
It also includes a large percentage of immigrants who might be unfamiliar with the 
American college system.8 Career pathways must be combined with an array of 
opportunities – orientation, induction, academic advising, ongoing coaching and 
mentoring – to inform individuals about the pathway and to make connections to 
career and academic advisors.9
The timing and logistics of coursework offerings must also meet the needs of 
educators who are working full time. This might mean offering courses in a blended 
format (online and in-person). States should consider allocating funding for recruiting 
substitutes and addressing the logistics to cover release time. Finally, wraparound 
support such as covering the cost of travel, technology, and child care should 
be considered alongside the resources required to implement the pathway and 
accompanying wage ladder. 
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→ Revisit other policies and systems that define program standards 
and quality
While licensing requirements often define a baseline for quality, career pathways offer 
the opportunity to set higher aspirations for the field. It is important that states align 
the expectations set forth in licensing requirements and career pathways and that the 
field understands their distinct purposes and functions. The development of robust 
career pathways could present the opportunity to revisit licensing requirements to 
ensure that they are clear and consistent and set a meaningful baseline for quality 
care across age groups and setting type. Furthermore, licensing requirements can 
create barriers to entry that states can address through financial support, guidance 
and technical assistance, and more streamlined processes. A review of licensing 
requirements could include efforts to mitigate barriers to entry to establish on-ramps 
into the field.
The same is true for Quality Rating and Improvement Systems (QRIS). QRIS must be 
reformed to ensure that the resources allocated add value to the field by investing 
in quality improvement not just attainment. As states develop career pathways, 
it is important to consider how they can reform QRIS to reinforce workforce 
development goals and offer equitable access to coaching and professional 
development opportunities that lead to growth along the pathway. This will require 
QRIS administrators to engage closely with those supporting early care and education 
professionals along the career pathway to ensure that career development supports 
are aligned with and not limited by the coaching, mentoring, and other professional 
learning associated with program level quality improvement. This includes site-level 
support and coaching and mentoring for program directors to ensure that various 
quality improvement efforts are aligned.10 
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Call to Action
The prospect of significant federal resources coupled 
with an emphasis on workforce development and 
compensation reform presents a tremendously 
exciting opportunity for the early care and education 
field. These resources can reinforce investment in 
meaningful professional learning experiences, lead 
to greater equity and opportunity for the workforce, 
and sustainably impact program quality when coupled 
with wage ladders that reflect the value of this critical 
work. To realize this vision, the design or redesign of 
career pathways and wage ladders require careful 
consideration. Thoughtfully implemented, they also 
have the potential to lead to additional systems level 
change such as reform of licensing regulations and 
QRIS. Let’s commit ourselves to a close evaluation of 
the values and opportunities our career pathways and 
wage ladders create so that these new resources serve 
as the necessary catalyst to truly build back better.
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